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How governance arrangements shape NTFP value chains1 

Introduction 

This chapter summarises the empirical findings about how governance arrangements 

influence NTFP chains originating in the Congo Basin and affect sustainable 

livelihoods, helping explain why some chains are subject to overexploitation and others 

are not. The main research question asked was how governance arrangements in forest 

product chains originating in Cameroon influence sustainable livelihoods? To respond 

to this, first the following sub-questions are answered in turn:  

1. In which contexts are the NTFP value chains embedded and what trends can be 

observed? 

2. How are NTFP value chains originating in Cameroon configured in terms of 

products (uses and sources), actors, activities and values? 

3. What arrangements are used to govern NTFP chains? 

4. How do these governance arrangements affect the livelihoods of actors along the 

chain and their sustainability? 

5. How do these governance arrangements impact product and chain sustainability? 

Shaping contexts and trends 

This study shows how the ecological, socio-economic and governance contexts in which 

the NTFP value chains are located have strongly influenced how the chains have 

emerged, evolved and are currently configured. The ecoregions are all characterised by 

increasingly rapid reductions in the forest area and degrading quality in the last sixty or 

so years, mainly human-induced. Changes have been most severe in the Afromontane 

Cameroon Highlands and around urban areas. Deforestation results in a reduction in the 

number of species which provide products and/or their seed dispersers and pollinators 

and reduces the resilience of ecosystems. Although a much larger number of species 

were found used as NTFPs than previously recorded, this is due not to increased NTFP 

use, but to the methods and sources used to gather data. Instead, it appears that the

                                                 
1
 Includes data published in peer-reviewed articles written or contributed to by the author (Awono et al. 

2013; Ingram 2012b, Ingram et al. 2014a; Ingram et al. 2014b; Wiersum et al. 2013).  
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availability of species used for NTFPs from natural forests has declined and that 

resource availability in natural forests has declined. Only a very small proportion of 

NTFPs in the ecoregions were classified as vulnerable. However four of the eight NTFP 

species studied were classified by international systems as vulnerable in some way – 

with Gnetum spp., Irvingia gabonensis, Raphia regalis and Prunus africana on the 

IUCN Red List and the latter also listen on CITES Appendix II (Chapter 6). All the 

plant-based species studied are perennials, with the majority of their parts harvested 

rated as having a medium to high level of impact – indicating they are inherently 

vulnerable at individual and possibly population level, depending upon harvesting 

techniques and management practices that mitigate negative impacts and/or promote 

positive impacts, such as sufficient reproduction or regeneration. These findings suggest 

that vulnerability is associated with high product value. 

However, harvesters and new entrants to the chains (farmers, agro-foresters and 

different community, public and private sector organisations) have found ways to 

counter scarcity in the wild and vulnerability, with all the NTFPs studied being 

cultivated in varying degrees. Cultivation rates have been maintained or increased over 

time. Cola spp., Raphia spp. and Apis mellifera adansonii have all been cultivated 

between at least the last 50 to 100 years, such that the majority of products now 

originate from cultivated sources. Beekeeping has replaced wild honey hunting in the 

Northwest and also largely in Adamaoua in the last twenty years. Products such as 

Prunus africana have been cultivated more recently as demand and their values 

increase, and wild sources diminish. Irvingia spp. has been semi-cultivated in the last 

forty years, and bamboos, Acacia spp. and Gnetum in the last twenty five years. This 

suggests a general trend, depicted in Figure 11.1, of increasing cultivation as demand 

rises and availability in natural forests decreases, mirroring global trends of declining 

forest quality through deforestation and degradation with expanding small and large-

scale tree planting in tropical countries (FAO 2011). From a SLA perspective, 

cultivation adds natural capital and, depending upon the rate of extraction, compensates 

for the conversion of natural to financial capital from wild resources.  

Source: Research results 

Figure 11.1 Relationships between forest quality, NTFP supply and demand 
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The livelihoods context has shaped how the products are valued, used and traded. 

One of the most defining socio-economic contexts, prevailing over time, is poverty. The 

majority of the most numerous groups of actors in the chains, harvesters and retailers, 

live on or under the poverty level. This situation has hardly changed in the study period 

(National Institute of 2010), despite economic growth with poverty levels worsening in 

rural areas and for households whose head is not formally employed, with only slight 

improvements in urban areas since household data was first collected in 1996 up to 

2010. A typical harvester in all of the chains studied has all the characteristics of 

entrenched poverty recognised in Cameroon (Republic of Cameroon 2009): living in 

rural areas – often with poor infrastructure – and in the poorest regions in Cameroon, 

having a large household size, low education levels, and with many being females. 

Given this context, the majority have engaged in NTFP harvesting, seeking to diversify 

and add sources of cash household income to meet their most basic needs for food, 

schooling, healthcare and housing. For the species with multiple, largely food, 

medicinal and fuel uses, these products also contribute to livelihoods, although with 

lesser importance than their cash contribution. The fairly long periods of time over 

which harvesters have engaged in trade, around eight years, suggest both a continued 

reliance on NTFPs but also entrapment in poverty, particularly for those chains where 

incomes are lower than the national average: apiculture in Adamaoua, Prunus africana, 

Cola spp., Irvingia spp., Raphia spp. and bamboo. 

In all three forest-rich ecoregions, forest resources have been used to create products. 

Many of these species have been used for centuries, intricately embedded in the 

livelihoods of people living in and around the forests that they originate in. Whilst some 

species and products have remained in subsistence use, overall a rising pattern of 

commodification is apparent, with different sub-trends. One growing trend is for 

‘mainstreamed NTFPs’. These are products such as eru (Gnetum spp.), bush mango 

(Irvingia spp.) and honey which have changed from products with particular uses by 

geographically-specific ethnic groups, to popular products used by a wide range of 

mainly urban-based consumers across Cameroon and further afield by African 

diasporas. A second trend concerns ‘global niche NTFPs’: these highly profitable 

products have specific uses and increasingly global chains. Derived from traditional 

uses, commercialisation of these new products is driven by growing demand for ‘natural 

products’. Examples are Prunus africana and Irvingia gabonensis based remedies and 

organic honey, beeswax and propolis for food and for the latter, multiple industrial uses. 

This trend reflects an increasing trade in forest products (European Forest Institute 

2010) and steady growth in agricultural and forestry exports since the 1990s (Afdb et al. 

2012), and slightly easier trading conditions in Cameroon (World Bank 2007). This 

increase is despite (or perhaps because of) the general dip in exports from Cameroon 

and consistently pervasive corruption in the study period.  

In contrast, a decreasing trend in the use of ‘traditional NTFPs’ is apparent. Cola nuts 

(Cola spp.), palm wine (Raphia spp.), raffia and bamboo furniture and tools and the 

traditional medicinal uses of Prunus africana and Gnetum spp. are being replaced by 

alternatives such as, respectively, cigarettes, bottled beer, plastic and Western 

medicines. Similarly, activities in chains, including harvesting, storage and particularly 

processing, have been transformed by labour-saving technologies and knowledge. This 

occurs as the availability and affordability of alternatives increases, traditional cultural 

prestige attached to these products and their production processes diminishes, and as 

synthetic alternatives for products are created, such as for Prunus africana and Cola 
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spp. Taking such a historicising approach shows that such waxing and waning of 

products markets is nothing new and emphasises the dynamism of products and chains 

over time. This finding confirms Geschiere’s (2007) contention that products and prices 

are shaped by variable historical contexts, not just economic supply and demand, with 

co-existing, multiple scales of values, built upon and combined by economic actors. 

The governance context is characterised by a shift from largely separate customary 

and formal systems since colonial times, governing respectively access to resources and 

access to markets, to an increasing comprehensive – but not always well integrated –

regulatory framework. On paper regulations set out rights to access NTFP species and 

regulate their trade. However in practice regulations have been largely ineffective, with 

enforcement highly sporadic and geographically specific, and non-adherence due to 

ignorance and/or a perceived lack of legitimacy, especially regarding tenure. As a result, 

many high value products – particularly honey – remain formally unregulated and 

others – notably Gnetum spp. and Prunus africana – are subject to considerable parallel 

‘governance’ by corruption. In contrast, customary regulations have generally weakened 

in application and enforcement, threatened by formal regulation and by non-adherence, 

related to factors such as increasingly heterogeneous communities. Customary 

regulations are still clung onto for ‘traditional’ products such as Cola spp. and Raphia 

spp., as long as their values do not change. Changing product values have been both a 

stimulus and cause of changes in governance arrangements. Projects have played a 

critical role in devising, sometimes participatorily, new governance arrangements in the 

last three decades – at times crafted from local traditions. Hybrid arrangements have 

emerged, created by combinations of harvesters, processers and traders, which craft 

legal, customary and sometimes market-based systems together – such as geographic 

indication for honey. An increase in collective action and its formalisation, and in 

market-based arrangements are evident in recent decades, whereby actors have sought 

to control and manage access to NTFP species and markets, particularly in the face of 

scarcity and/or increasing values, mainly economic.  

Value chain configurations  

The second research question seeks to understand how NTFP chains originating in 

Cameroon are configured in terms of products and uses, actors, activities and values. 

 

Product ecoregion sources and uses 

The main uses of the species studied –Gnetum spp., Prunus africana, Apis mellifera 

adansonii, Cola spp., Irvingia spp., Raphia spp., Yushania alpina and Oxytenanthera 

abyssinica and Acacia spp. – are for medicine, food, materials, construction, cultural, 

timber, fuel and condiment use. This closely mirrors the uses of NTFPs in Cameroon. 

These products rank among the top 5% of ‘priority’ NTFPs due to their exceptional 

economic, social and environmental value, and are exceptional in that they all have 

multiple uses, and that they have more multiple uses (on average 4.3) than most NTFPs 

in Cameroon, which have on average 1.6 uses. However, they are generally 

representative of NTFPs from Cameroon, displaying similar diversity in life forms, 

parts used and phytogeographic origin. This is partly derived from the fact that multiple 

parts are used (on average 3.6, compared to an average of 2.6 for all NTFPs). The 

products studied reflect the one third of NTFPs used both for subsistence and for trade 

are both used by harvesters, being traded, locally, nationally and internationally. 
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The NTFPs studied originate from all ecoregions and from different ecological 

niches in the regions, from primary to degraded forest to cultivated lands. 

Characteristics of the ecoregions have shaped the chains. Shown in Table 11.1, humid 

forests provide, as a proportion of the number of known species, the most products. The 

montane forests, covering just 1.1% of national land are a haven for biodiversity and 

endemism, harbouring an even larger number of known species. A smaller proportion of 

these montane species than in the lowland forests are however used as NTFPs, despite 

the generally higher population density (shown in Table 7.1). The savannah ecoregion is 

less species rich, but an equivalent proportion of these species are used as NTFPs (5% 

of plants and 1% of animals). This suggests possible links between species with high 

local abundance and multiple uses, in areas of high population density, characteristics 

which enhance the benefits of trade and cultivating species, as they ease the process of 

commercialisation. The result is short, local value chains, such as for traditional raffia, 

bamboo, cola nut and pygeum products, where actors exercise control over access to the 

resource and to their markets. This can be explained by the variety of reasons indicated 

in Chapter 4: gaps and biases in the literature and data, a shorter overall period of 

human habitation in the montane ecoregion, higher levels of over-extraction and 

subsequent disappearance of useful species (creating an empty forest syndrome (WWF 

International 2011/2012)), and higher rates of forest conversion to other land uses – 

leading to higher dependence on alternative sources of natural resources, such as 

farming. A major limitation of the conjecture about these causes is that species and 

products data is woefully incomplete.  

 

Table 11.1 NTFPs per ecoregion 
Ecoregion Proportion 

national land 

cover type 

Total number of 

species 

Number of NTFP species 

(% NTFPs of total plant 

and animal species) 

Proportion of 

total species  

  Plant Animal Plant % of 

total 

Animal % of 

total 

Plant Animal 

Afromontane
#
   1% 2,435   920 118 20 86 71   5   9 

Lowland humid 35% 1,100 1,964 351 58 86 71 32   4 

Savannah
∆
 12%    965    417   57 10 47 39   6 11 

Forest-crop mosaics 10% n/a n/a   26   4   6   4 n/a n/a 
Source: Research results Notes: * 2% of plants and 36% of animal species occur in all ecoregions. # 4% of plants 

occur in montane and humid ecoregions ∆ 1% of plants occur in savannah and humid ecoregions. n/a = not available.  

  

The number of uses of a species by harvesters and consumers is shown in Table 11.2. 

The differences provide an alternative perspective of dependence on a product by 

different actors and highlight in particular its subsistence use value. Harvesters tend to 

use more parts of a species and to utilise these parts for a larger number of uses, creating 

higher natural capital from valuable multipurpose species. But in only a few cases is this 

natural capital translated into financial capital. Most of the species studied have only 

one part that becomes a traded product. Individual or industrial consumers tend to use 

these specific parts as products for one specific use. The exceptions concern wax – used 

by industrial buyers for cosmetics and pharmaceuticals, honey for food and medicinal 

use, and Raphia spp. products woven from the palm stem which have multiple uses. 

Comparing the value and use scores of the selected NTFPs, summarised in Table 11.2, 

differences between the chains are obvious, although all score as high value, due partly 

to the selection methodology. Harvesters create more uses for a species than end 

consumers or buyers, due to the larger variety of uses than for subsistence plus trade 
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use. This is related to the number of parts used with, unsurprisingly, the higher the 

number of parts used associated with higher number of uses. Once traded, products tend 

to have just one use. An inverse relationship is apparent between the value score, 

number of uses by harvesters and number of parts used (see Chapter 4). This is 

attributed to the product characteristics as higher values derive from the combination of 

both subsistence consumption and local, national and international trade. 

 

Table 11.2 Uses and values of NTFPs studied  
NTFP Value score Number of parts 

used 

Number of uses by 

harvester 

Number of uses 

by consumer/buyer 

Gnetum spp. 5 2 3 1 

Apiculture  4 3 4 2 

Prunus africana 5 4 5 1 

Irvingia spp. 4 4 6 1 

Cola spp. 4 2 1 1 

Raphia spp.  4 4 6 2 

Bamboo  3 4 4 1 

Acacia spp.  4 6 6 1 

Average    4.1   3.6   4.4    1.3 
 Source: Research results 

 

Actors 

People in the chains studied generally work as self-employed individuals, with on 

average 24% partaking in collective action, shown in Table 11.3Table 11.6. Many 

harvesters engage collectively through traditional tontines or njangi groups. These 

provide access to credit and social exchanges, but generally do not represent individuals 

in business or policy arenas. Enterprises, the vast majority small and medium 

enterprises, are found mainly in the processing, wholesale and export stages of the 

chains. This means that actors are largely ‘silent’ and the NTFP sector is largely 

invisible. Their voice is little heard in policymaking or business circles and ability to 

significantly influence business bottlenecks, such as access to formal credit and banking 

institutions, weak. This finding is similar to forest product chains in other countries 

(Macqueen et al. 2006). However, modest changes can be seen resulting from 

participatory action research, development projects and collective action, enabling 

actors to have more voice and visibility in the apiculture chain, where actors worked 

together to develop new policy on honey exports and standards for the sector, and the 

Prunus africana chain, where actors joined to counter the 2007 trade suspension. In the 

Gnetum spp. and Irvingia spp. chains, collective action bolsters the negotiating position 

of harvesters and traders.  

 

Table 11.3 Percentages of actors per chain and stage engaging in collective action 

NTFP Harvester Processor Trader Exporter Retailer Average 

Gnetum spp. 7 0 45 55 42 30 

Apiculture  18 24 0 0 21 13 

Prunus africana 69 0 50 0 - 30 

Cola spp. 0 - - - - 0 

Irvingia spp. 39 0 75 - - 38 

Raphia spp.  1 - - - - 1 

Bamboo  13 32 -  - 23 

Acacia spp.  38 - - 0 - 19 

Average  23 11 43 14 32 25 
Source: Research results.- signifies no data. Averages calculated only where data available 
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The data presented in Chapters 7 to 10 highlights that actor’s profiles generally 

change according to the activities they conduct in a chain. Extrapolating from the 

sample of actors interviewed to obtain the estimated number of actors per chain – shown 

in  Figure 5.1 – indicates that most actors (71%) harvest in rural areas (farms, fallows 

and forests), followed by retailing (16%) and wholesaling (6%), occurring generally in 

peri-urban and urban areas. Table 11.4 and Chapter 5 show that the majority of actors 

(60%) are male. However their participation varies significantly per chain and stage. 

Women tend to be most engaged in retailing, wholesaling and export, and harvesting in 

the Gnetum spp., Cola spp., Irvingia spp. and Acacia spp. chains.  

 

Table 11.4 Average number of sources of income per chain and actor type 
NTFP Harvester Processor Trader Exporter Retailer Average 

Gnetum spp. 5 2 - 1 4 3.0 

Apiculture  5   2 2 1 - 2.5 

Prunus africana 8 - 3 2 - 4.3 

Irvingia spp. 6 - 5 2 2 3.8 

Acacia spp. 3 5 - 3 6 4.3 

Bamboo  8 5 - - - 6.5 

Cola spp. 3 5 - 2 - 3.3 

Raffia spp. 7 - - - - 7.0 

Average  5.6 3.8 3.3   1.8   4.0 4.3 
Source: Research results.(- signifies no data. Averages calculated only where data available 

 

Specialisation creates dependence. In comparison to harvesters, actors further along 

the chain have less access to other income sources and subsistence livelihood activities. 

Harvesters tend to have more diverse livelihood strategies, with a slight majority relying 

mostly on farming (44%) and 39% relying primarily on forest–based revenue to 

generate cash income, shown in Table 11.4. Harvesting households had on average six 

sources of income. Although most harvesters use the specific NTFP for subsistence use, 

the main incentive for its harvest is trade: on average in the eight chains 80% is 

harvested for trade. This figure is clearly affected by the methodology, as being traded 

was a selection criterion. Hence the proportion of harvest that is used, traded, perishes, 

given as gifts or exchanged, is not archetypal for all NTFPs. However, this figure 

appears representative for the 21% of the plant-based NTFPs noted as traded in 

Cameroon (see Chapter 4). Diversification by harvesters provides a safety net and way 

to spread risks. It is also inevitable, given the seasonal nature of most farmed and forest 

products. In contrast, processers, wholesalers and exporters tend to specialise, benefiting 

from economies of scale and market knowledge to increase revenues, and manage the 

often high risks inherent in transport, bulking, storage and export. Retailers generally 

specialise less, but more than harvesters. Household dependence upon income from 

specific NTFPs thus generally increases as the chain extends further from the forest. 

Actor profiles and livelihood impacts change with the stage they operate in the chain, 

and are also determined by the location where the activity takes place. This parallels the 

findings of studies in the Amazon (Stoian 2005) and in Asia (Ruíz Pérez et al. 2004). 

Harvesters tend to be lower educated than other actors in the chain, attributed to lower 

levels of access to schooling than for actors situated in generally peri-urban and urban 

areas and tend to have slightly higher levels of dependents. Actors – both in rural and 

urban areas – which are female have lower educational levels and larger households are 

particularly susceptible to poverty, mirroring national trends (United Nations Population 

Fund 1999).  Shown in Chapters 5 and 7 to 9, most harvesters belong to the dominant 
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ethnic group of the area where they harvest in. In the bush mango (Irvingia spp.) chain 

in the East region, both the main Bulu ethnic group and the minority Baka’a pygmy 

participate. However in the Highlands, it is uncommon for the minority Fulani group to 

engage in apiculture, Raphia spp., Cola spp. and Prunus africana products. This finding 

indicates that harvesting is mainly conducted by ethnic groups with cultural ties with 

and traditions of forest use. As the chain extends towards consumers, actors tend to be 

more ethnically diverse. This social-cultural characteristic explains why perceptions of 

value and the number and types of product uses differ strongly between actor groups, 

and why different arrangements govern access to production and to markers (Wiersum 

et al. 2013). Generally harvesters from the predominant ethnic group are bound by local 

customs. As a chain extends to urban areas, different arrangements increasingly apply. 

In most chains, customary institutions governing medium to large markets (types II, III, 

IV and V) have been watered down by the melting pot of ethnic groups in peri-urban 

and urban areas. This allows new hybrid cultures, market-based and statutory 

arrangements to influence actors’ behaviours, activities and values, including 

institutions enforced by local governments in physical markets. Ethnicity is also a major 

reason why a forest product continues to be consumed in urban areas far from its source 

of origin. The strong cultural identity of specific ethnic groups with certain products can 

mutate over time, illustrated by eru/okok (Gnetum spp.) and cola nuts (Cola spp.), 

which are now perceived as national ‘Cameroonian’ products. 

 

Activities 

Activities in the value chains are generally highly gendered, varying with product 

characteristics and stage in the chain. This is strongly determined by customary 

governance arrangements and shaped by project and market-based governance 

arrangements. High-value products, such as pygeum, gum arabic, palm wine and 

bamboo are primarily male-harvested, due to strong customary rules governing tenure 

and access. Products such as eru and bush mango are largely female-harvested. Where 

both men and women participate in harvesting in a chain, women generally use more of 

their harvest for home consumption, while men sell a greater proportion. Men tend to 

capture value more effectively by larger scale activities, by engaging in processing, 

wholesale and export where higher profits (but also highest risks) are possible. Whilst 

these findings generally mirror other studies (Ruíz Pérez et al. 2003; Awono et al. 

2010a), indicating that gendered patterns in retailing have changed little, some new 

trends are visible. Interventions by external agencies have positively influenced the 

benefits gained by women in NTFP chains, allowing access to resources and creating 

value-adding opportunities. This occurs for example by disseminating new harvest and 

cultivation techniques, opening access to new and existing markets through novel and 

cost, and labour-saving processing activities.  

Most activities carried out in the chains studied have characteristics in common. 

There is generally a low level of value adding in Cameroon and activities are highly 

segregated with little vertical integration. Actors generally engage in only one or two 

chain activities, except in the bamboo and apiculture chain, not conducting the full 

range possible. This is starkly illustrated by the Prunus africana chain which has 

returned to a classic ‘low added-value’ model since processing to a finished 

pharmaceutical product stopped in Cameroon. The consequence is that actors tend to 

have limited means to upgrade or add value, relying instead on increasing harvested 

quantity to generate increased revenues, mainly from wild harvested sources. For 
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apiculture, cola, raffia and on a small scale for bamboo, Acacia spp., Gnetum spp. and 

Irvingia spp. cultivation has allowed control of quantity and, partially, quality. As 

upgrading and adding value is a key mechanism by which actors can strengthen their 

economic, social and organisational capacities – leading to increased control and power 

in chains (Grieg-Gran et al. 2005; van den Berg et al. 2007; Will 2008; Webber et al. 

2009), the lack of value-adding leads to entrenched positions in a chain, less ability to 

compete or appropriate greater shares of profits (Kaplinsky and Morris 2000). 

 

Values 

That benefits gained by different actors in the chains differ is not surprising: it is a 

central element of the value chain concept that values change and augment along a 

chain (Kaplinsky and Morris 2000). The NTFP chains studied, shown in Table 11.5, 

reflect this. The further the chain extends from the harvest zone, the higher the average 

household income per actor type with an increase up to 60%. Exporters and wholesalers 

generally have highest income. The highest revenues were obtained in international and 

niche markets. Looking at the average proportion the selected NTFPs contribute to 

household cash revenues, it is intriguing that the further the chain extends from the 

forest, the higher the importance to household cash income revenues. Whereas 38% of 

harvesters rank the specific product as their main source of household income, 42% of 

exporters and 52% of retailers do. This finding is in contrast to the common view 

presented in NTFP literature (Stoian 2005), which ignores the higher level of 

dependence by actors in peri-urban and urban areas. Factors explaining this dependence 

are these actors’ physical proximity to markets, higher levels of education and collective 

action. These appear to contribute to greater social capital and increased access to 

markets and information. This allows specialisation, economies of scale, innovation and 

more profitable trade. 

 

Table 11.5 NTFP annual average household income (US$) per chain and actor  
NTFP Annual average household income from NTFP (US$) Average annual 

market value Harvester Processor Wholesaler Exporter Retailer Average 

Gnetum spp. 1,276     0 818 8,741 1654 2,498 6,211,688 

Apiculture 469 377 0 8,953 2458 3,064 5,390,999 

Prunus africana 374 213 0 11,563 0 4,050 1,332,601 

Cola spp. 184     0 347 0 0 265 1,859,053 

Irvingia spp. 331     0 10,437 0 620 3,796 8,049,410 

Raffia spp. 432     0 325 0 0 378 6,762,475 

Bamboo 536    1,010 0 0 1608 1,051 2,367,673 

Acacia spp. 167     0 0 97,959 0 49,063 714,852 

Average 471 533 2982 31,804 1585 7,475 4,086,094 

% average   38    23            37 42 52 38  
 Source: Research results 

Governance arrangements 

This section responds to the third research question by summarising the arrangements 

used to govern NTFP chains. The context and analysis in Chapters 6 and 7 to 10 make 

clear that governance is messy. All the chains have overlapping and multiple layers of 

institutions and arrangements, illustrated in Figure 11.2. The three chains illustrate 

extremes of pluralism and voids where no institutions govern access to resources and 

markets. Such pluralism and intensity of governance arrangements is also found in some 
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other high value and special forestry products (see Chapter 4 and 6). This justifies the 

use of five other chains to illustrate the less extreme and intense arrangements that are 

typical for most NTFPs in Cameroon. The configurations are highly dynamic, with 

some changing dramatically over the last forty years. Some actors, notably NGOs, 

project-related and market-based actors fulfil roles normally the reserve of the state. In 

others, the state performs some of its duties, in others not. Customary authorities, 

projects, civil society and market-based collectives dominate. Customary arrangements 

have been largely imposed by traditional authorities. Statutory laws, standards and 

international agreements are also largely involuntarily placed on actors, but have also 

been encouraged to further direct actor’s competitive advantage. Project rules and 

corruption illustrate both bricolage and involuntarily foisting upon actors.  

 

Figure 11.2 Plural governance arrangements in NTFP chains in Cameroon 

 

All these arrangements seem unlikely to be smoothed into a mono-governance 

arrangement anytime in the near future. This is evidenced by the chequered history of 

the governance arrangements, slow land and regulatory reforms and business 

environment changes, increasingly tenuous grasp of customary governance in some 

areas, the insidiousness of corruption, and increasing influence of new economic, 

cognitive and social institutions. Thus, actors in chains are forced to stay, and become 

even more adept bricoleurs: making the best of the arrangements in which they find 

themselves and creatively using capitals available to change these. They build on 

natural capital to construct new institutions and/or remould existing ones to advance 

their livelihoods, individually and collectively, to meet their current objectives, 

circumstances and livelihoods. This reflects both productive bricolage (Ros-Tonen 

2012) with its focus on livelihoods as the flexible and dynamic crafting of livelihood 

options and associated impacts on landscapes, and institutional bricolage (Cleaver 2002, 

Cerney 2010), with its emphasis on experimentation with institutions by private and 

public sector actors frustrated by institutional weaknesses, barriers and their impacts on 

livelihoods. 
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Figure 11.3  Intensity of governance arrangements in eight NTFP chains 

 

The scoring mechanism (elaborated in Chapter 3) allows the governance arrangements 

and their intensity to be made explicit. Figure 11.3 illustrates the ‘fine mess’
1
 of 

governance arrangements in the chains and Figure 11.4 shows the wide variances in 

intensity between arrangements in chains and between chains, whereby the following 

patterns are discernible: 

 All the NTFP chains have multiple, plural governance arrangements, combining 

customary, voluntary or market-based standards and corruption.  

 The intensity of governance arrangements varies. The Prunus africana, apiculture 

and Gnetum spp. chains respectively are the most intensely governed chains 

(indicated by their combined governance scores in Figure 11.3). Whilst there are no 

absolute voids of governance, there are voids of certain types of arrangements; for 

example, formal regulations do not exist in three of the chains (bamboo, raffia and 

cola). These extremes and differences were not apparent at the time of selection of 

the eight chains and justify the number of cases. Intensity and pluralism reflects the 

specific ecoregion and socioeconomic context, combined with product value and 

characteristics.  

 Voluntary and market-based arrangements have the most pervasive influence in all 

the chains, affecting prices, activities, types and timing of transactions, and quality. 

When summed they are rated as moderate. Customary regulation, generally location 

                                                 
1
 Silent, silver screen actors Stan Laurel and Oliver Hardy coined the catchphrase “This is another fine 

mess you’ve gotten us into”. Similarly actors in NTFPs chains often have little or no voice in formal 

governance arrangements and act to create their own ‘messy’ arrangements that work well for them. 

‘Fine’ in Cameroonian pidgin means good or well. 
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and culturally specific, also occurs in all chains, but to a lesser extent, being mainly 

concerned with the beginning of the chain, rated as mediocre. They tend to be 

strong in the montane forests (Chapter 6) but have generally become weaker with 

 improved access to markets, immigration, decreased dependence on forests and 

increasing pressure (and conflicts) over natural resources and upcoming hybrid 

arrangements (Chapter 4). Statutory regulation, often shadowed by corruption and 

weakly enforced, is overall rated as weak as it exists only in some chains, notably 

Gnetum spp., Irvingia spp. and Acacia spp. 

 Arrangements governing access to production (the resource base) and access to 

markets are usually separated (Wiersum et al. 2013). Some arrangements nominally 

focus on resource access; statutory regulations generally have a wider geographic 

and social scope and tend to influence access to markets mainly. Few systems – 

such as recent regulations in the Prunus africana chain and organic certification in 

the apiculture chain – govern both spheres of chain activity.  

 Hybrid governance arrangements such as community forests and certification 

schemes have developed as regulatory, project and market-based systems have 

sought legitimation and embeddedness in pre-existing customary arrangements. 

These bricolaged arrangements originated in response to contextual changes and 

changes in product value with a view to securing market access.  

 Regulatory arrangements have generally weak influence on the chains, with the 

exception of Prunus africana recently.  

 Corruption influences all chains, its influence varying dramatically by chain. In the 

high volume, high value and particularly highly statutorily regulated chains such as 

Prunus africana and Gnetum spp., opportunities for corruption flourish as parallel, 

‘shadow’ arrangements to formal laws. Corruption also occurs in chains where no 

statutory framework operates, such as the Cola spp. chain, due to its systemic 

nature in Cameroon and in neighbouring countries to which the chain flows.  

 Market-based, voluntary and collective arrangements tend to focus on access to 

markets, using mechanisms to enhance access or control by specific actor groups 

and/or enhance their power, whilst limiting or excluding access for others.  

 Involuntary standards such as conventions affect the governance of four chains. In 

the Prunus africana and apiculture chains this worked by enhancing and 

legitimating the existence of statutory and project-based governance arrangements. 

Overall, however, they tend to be poorly disseminated in the chain.  

 Project rules, due to the highly geographically and specific activities of projects, are 

only recognised by a few, many mistaking them for statutory regulations. They tend 

to be strong in the Prunus africana, apiculture and gum arabic chain.  

 

This plurality is despite the common environmental and socio-cultural context for 

products originating from the same eco-region, and the common economic and 

regulatory context in Cameroon. Geographical location explains some of the differences 

in governance arrangements – particularly in customary arrangements. Product values 

and characteristics and chain history have a far greater impact and better explain power 

differences in arrangements. Value, mainly economic, but to a limited extent socio-

cultural, exerts a strong influence on the number and type of governance arrangements 

in place. Generally the economically higher-value chains tend to have more 

arrangements actively and greater intensity of institutions and arrangements governing 

access to resources and to markets.  
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Figure 11.4 Overview of intensity of NTFP chain governance arrangements 

How governance arrangements shape sustainable livelihoods 

The fourth research question asks how these governance arrangements impact the 

livelihoods of actors along the chain and their sustainability. Drawing on Chambers and 

Conway’s (1999) definition, a livelihood is deemed sustainable when it can cope with 

risks and recover from stresses, shocks and maintain or enhance its capabilities and 

assets (capital), both now and in the future, while not undermining the natural capital 

resource base. The main capitals assessed in this study are financial, social-cultural and 

natural. Whilst it is difficult to predict future sustainability, an indication of the future 

can be given by looking back at the historical trends of the products, chains and 

livelihoods. This section draws two main conclusions on how governance shapes 

livelihoods, focussing on the positive and negative impacts of plural and overlapping 

arrangements and the effect of where power and control in the chains is located. These 

are derived from the concepts introduced in Chapter 2. 

The extent to which arrangements impact livelihoods and sustainable resource 

management depends in part upon their legitimacy for actors in the chains, and thus 

adherence. This finding mirrors literature on governance (van Kersbergen et al. 2004; 

Cotula et al. 2007; Peach Brown et al. 2010). Legitimacy is indicated by three 

governance criteria: acknowledgement of the existence of a governance arrangement, 

belief in its moral grounding and compliance, illustrated in Figure 11.5.  
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Figure 11.5 Legitimacy of governance arrangements 

 

For all chains, customary governance arrangements have the highest levels of 

legitimacy. These are most prevalent in rural, forest areas and have the effect of 

excluding access to resources on the basis of social-cultural capital and personal 

characteristics: sex, age, familial and societal status, allowing actors meeting their 

conditions to benefit. The same customary traditions are less legitimate in urban areas, 

and for migrant and ‘outsider’ harvesters. Collective action, such as unions and 

associations, has the second highest level of legitimacy. This can be explained as 

collective arrangements are most controlled by direct actors in chains and as their 

legitimacy increases as more actors adhere, illustrated in the Gnetum chain. Collective 

action operates by restricting access to markets on the basis of membership, using 

economic and social capital, benefitting those who have access with higher and often 

more stable prices. Statutory regulations have the next highest level of legitimacy, albeit 

much weaker. The legitimacy of statutory rights holders is diminished by corruption and 

exclusion due to the lack of knowledge about their rights, for example, concerning 

subsistence harvest and permits required to commercialise special forestry products and 

to obtain a community forest. Actors using their social and political capital can benefit 

from their knowledge of rights and procedures to generate higher incomes and avoid 

corruption. 

 

Plural, overlapping and segmented governance arrangements  

Governance arrangements generally focus on only some chain activities – access to 

NTFP resources (shown in Table 11.6) and access to markets (shown in Table 11.7). 

This characteristic is a double edged sword, having both positive and negative impacts 

for the livelihoods of actors along the chain and for their sustainability.  

Well defined, well-known, enforced and functioning arrangements and institutions 

provides a clear framework allowing actors to operate with security and to manage risks 

inherent in the natural resource base (i.e. irregular seasonality and fluctuating harvest 
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volumes). Examples are the customary arrangements governing access to the cola and 

raffia, and clear market-based arrangements in the eru and bush mango chains. 

However, when the intensity of arrangements is weak, this is counterproductive to 

sustainability. For example the inconsistency and arbitrariness with which formal 

regulations are implemented and enforced does not set a clear playing field to access 

and trade NTFPs. Similarly, project arrangements well known on a local level, but not 

well nested and with a short and contested duration, have created uncertainty and added 

to costs as actors comply and invest in project-based institutions, only to see them 

decline or morph once the project closes.  

 

Table 11.6 Governance of access to NTFP resources  
NTFP production 

system 

Governance 

arrangements 
1
 

Approach to 

extraction 

Dominant tenure 

type 

NTFP 

Gathering wild from 

natural forests 

Voids, customary 

Statutory 

Uncontrolled 

and controlled 

extraction  

State forests, with 

customary rights, 

Community forests 

Prunus africana, 

bamboo, Cola, 

apiculture, 

Gnetum, Acacia 

Extraction from 

resource enriched 
2
 

and managed forests 

Customary 

(limiting access 

to specific 

places, periods 

or species) 

Uncontrolled 

and controlled 

extraction 

State and 

community forests, 

customary with 

individual claims to 

specific species 

Irvingia, Cola, 

Raphia 

Production in mixed 

arboriculture and 

agriculture systems 

(farms and fallows) 

Customary, 

Statutory 

 

Purposeful 

regeneration, 

cultivation 

Private property of 

land and NTFP 

species 

Prunus africana, 

Irvingia, Cola, 

Bamboo, Gnetum 

Production in 

plantation systems 

Statutory, 

market 

Purposeful 

regeneration, 

domestication 

and cultivation 

Land and NTFP 

species as private 

property 

Prunus africana, 

Gnetum, Acacia 

1 All governance regimes may be subject to collective or market-based governance regimes, e.g. if NTFPs traded in 

international markets to meet certain minimum standards or voluntary standards. 2 Deliberately or unconsciously by 

anthropogenic actions and naturally regenerated wild trees. Source: adapted from Wiersum et al 2013. 

 

Corruption, which shadows and overlaps statutory governance arrangements, 

imposes considerable costs and unpredictability for direct actors, over which they have 

only limited control. Whilst the location of power in corrupt practices is known (the 

government and ruling authorities), its moral grounding is perversely double edged. 

Most direct actors in NTFP chains indicated that corruption applied to their commerce 

is morally unjust.  Some corrupt government officials have no choice but to participate 

in institutionalised chains of ‘dash’. Collective action is used to counter corruption, 

legitimatise and enhance the power of actors to negotiate with corrupt state authorities.  

Overlapping arrangements incur additional costs for direct actors to participate in and 

comply with multiple arrangements. Many chain actors can ill-afford such costs, given 

the high incidence of poverty. However, the overlaps and voids in governance 

arrangements, and tendency to cover only part of chain activities, shown in Figure 11.6, 

also create benefits. Direct actors can grab control, particularly when engaging in 

multiple chain activities, well-illustrated by the apiculture chain. Voids also result in 

entry to the chains generally being easy, enabling actors to generate income and to 

bricole their own responses to improve livelihoods. Overlaps mean that actors can 

‘shop’, participate and comply with arrangements that best suit their own mix of capitals 

and situation, exemplified by harvesters and exporters in the Prunus africana chain. 
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Where no suitable arrangements exist, or are of low intensity, such as early in the 

apiculture chain, actors have also used voids to create new arrangements.  

 

Table 11.7 Governance of access to NTFP markets 
Market type Governance 

arrangements 

Degree of 

formalisation 

Access to markets NTFP 

Type 0: Physical forest-edge, farm-

gate and village based transactions, 

proximity to supply zone, direct 

transactions producer & buyer 

Customary Informal 

 

Open, free, easy, low 

transaction and 

logistic costs, low 

levels competition 

with producers from 

outside immediate 

production area 

Apiculture 

Raphia 

Bamboo 

Prunus 

Irvingia 

Cola, 

Bamboo 

Apiculture 

Gnetum 

Acacia 

Type I: Physical small, local markets, 

high self-sufficiency, proximity to 

supply zone, high local supply & 

exchange, supplies regional & 

national markets, direct producer-

consumer transactions 

Type II: Physical, medium sized, 

regional importance, medium level 

of self-sufficiency, secondary nodes 

for type I and intermediate markets, 

bulking points for type III, 

intermediaries often involved  

Customary 

Collective 

Market-led 

Informal Open, easy, low 

entry barriers 

Prunus 

Irvingia 

Cola 

Gnetum 

Apiculture 

Type III: Physical, large urban 

markets, national projection, large 

range of products, weak self-

sufficiency, reliance on close and far 

supply areas, hubs for type I & II, 

intermediaries involved 

Collective 

Market-led 

Regulated 

Informal 

Formal 

Closed, entry barriers 

(F, P), compete with 

other production 

zones 

Irvingia 

Cola 

Gnetum 

Bamboo 

Type IV: Physical, frontier markets, 

small & high value transactions, high 

supply dependence on other areas, 

specialisation in high volume 

products, chain of intermediaries  

Regulated 

Collective 

Market-led 

Informal 

Formal 

Illegal 

Open & closed, high 

entry barriers (R, Fi, 

F, P, C) 

Gnetum 

Irvingia 

Cola 

 

Type V: Physical, export, high 

transaction values, dependence upon 

distant supply zones, specialisation 

in large volumes, long chain of 

intermediaries & transactions  

Regulated 

Voluntary 

Market led 

Formal 

Informal 

Illegal 

Open & closed, 

significant entry 

barriers (R, Fi, F, T, 

Q, L, C) 

Apiculture 

Prunus 

Gnetum 

Irvingia 

Type VI: Non-physical transaction 

channels (e.g. internet), mainly 

export/international, low to high 

transaction values, dependence upon 

distant supply zones, specialisation  

Market-led 

Unregulated 

Formal 

Informal 

Illegal 

Open, moderate 

entry barriers (F, T, 

Q, L, C) 

Apiculture 

Prunus 

Acacia 

Source: Inspired by Ruiz Pérez et al. (2000) and Wiersum et al. (2013). Key: R= regulatory P= procedural Fi-=fiscal 

F= financial, T=technical, Q= quality, L= logistical, C= competitive 

 

The chain cases show that unless there are governance arrangements to ensure that 

the natural capital resource base is not undermined, an impact is that long-term 

sustainable livelihoods and chains are difficult to obtain. This leads to livelihood shocks 

and stresses, due to chain booms and busts as NTFP resources are exploited, deteriorate 

in abundance, become less exploited and then recuperate over time. The international 

Prunus africana chain well illustrates the negative impacts of booms and busts, 

mirroring NTFPs such as rubber and ivory (see Chapter 5). In the apiculture, Cola spp. 

and Raphia spp. chains in contrast, busts have been avoided and long-term, secure 

livelihoods and sustainable chains have been maintained. This has been achieved 



271 

 

through long-established customary arrangements, involving highly managed customary 

production systems, restricted tenure and resource access, and cultivation. 

Voluntary market-based systems such as geographic indication and organic 

certification have a similar impact. They have explicitly linked demand with supply, 

controlling access and harvesting methods, creating non-tangible product characteristics 

and value, using sustainable sourcing as a unique selling point. However, as voluntary, 

market-based arrangements have only recently been adopted, an assessment of how 

enduring and sustainable these arrangements are over time is not possible. Whilst 

shorter term, profitable livelihoods are possible, such as in the Gnetum spp. and Prunus 

africana cases, the increasing scarcity and vulnerability of these resources in the wild 

indicates that these chains are not sustainable in the longer term.  

The segmented nature of how NTFP chains are governed and negative implications 

for sustainable livelihoods indicates that vertical nesting of governance institutions for a 

chain maybe as important as horizontal nesting. This reflects the institutional design 

principles (Ostrom 1990; Scott 2001; Agrawal et al. 2006; Cox et al. 2010, see Box 

2.5). The voluntary, market-based arrangements in the apiculture chain allow better 

vertical integration and nesting, and seek to balance demand and supply, creating more 

sustainable livelihoods. This reflects the concept that chain of custody certification 

supports sustainable trade (Shanley et al. 2008). To add this element to the institutional 

design principles, more testing is required.  

 

Figure 11.6 Plural governance arrangements covering chain activities 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Power and control of access to capital 

The second major conclusion concerns how governance arrangements influence the 

power and control of direct and indirect actors in the chains, and thus sustainable 

livelihoods. The chain cases show that the nature of the governance arrangements 

affects actor’s ability to maintain and enhance their capabilities and capital, shaping 

their rights and responsibilities towards natural capital and impacting the level and type 

of values and benefits derived from the NTFPs. Governance arrangements are critical in 

influencing who controls what along a value chain, determining power between actors 

and institutions. Their configurations have had significant effects on the mechanisms 

actors use and create to gain and control and access to NTFP resources and markets, 

affecting costs and benefits. 

Drawing on the conceptual framework (Chapter 2), particularly Boelen’s echelons of 

rights concept (2009), Schlager et al. (1992) and Larson et al. on tenure (2010a) and 

 

Access to resources  

       Harvesting        Processing                  Wholesale          Retail          Consumption 

 

Customary 

Projects 

Collective/voluntary 

 Corruption 

Access to markets 

                                         Statutory 

Voluntary/collective 

Projects 

Customary 
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Fortmann (1985) on bundles of rights, the study shows that plural governance 

arrangements result in multiple bundles of rights and responsibilities. These are 

summarised in Table 11.8. 

  

Table 11.8 NTFP resource access rights and responsibilities 
Rights & responsibilities  Statutory 

regulations 

Voluntary/ 

market  

Corruption Customary 

regulation 

Projects Involuntary 

standards 

R
ig

h
ts

 t
o

 N
T

F
P

 s
p

ec
ie

s 
&

 p
ro

d
u

ct
s 

 

Inheritance    X   

Management  X   X  

Access for harvest X X  X X  

Own use/consumption X   X   

Trade  X X X  X X 

Ownership X   X   

Revenues  X X    

Exclusion X X  X   

Withdrawal access X X  X   

Alienation X   X   

Transfer/ sell rights    X   

Cultivation    X   

Intellectual property  X     X 

Maintain/protect 

traditional knowledge 

   X  X 

Organise (re resource) X X   X  

R
es

p
o

n
si

b
il

it
ie

s 
fo

r 

N
T

F
P

 s
p

ec
ie

s 
&

 

p
ro

d
u

ct
s 

 

Inventory X     X 

Management X      

Revenue distribution   X X  X X 

Rule setting X X  X X X 

Monitoring X X    X 

Enforcement X X X    

Conflict resolution  X X  X X X 

Sanction setting X   X X X 

Devise institutions X    X  
Source: Research results Key: X = Explicit rights and responsibilities.  

 

Whilst some governance arrangements complement each other, others have created 

competing rights and responsibilities and differing access to resources and markets. One 

result is that female harvesters, traditionally forest gatherers and family rearers, are 

gradually profiting more from the increasingly fluid socio-economic context and 

opportunities provided by changing arrangements, to generate cash income. This is 

alongside subsistence products, used as diversification, safety-net strategy. However 

this strategy generally does not lift harvesters significantly above the average poverty 

level of the regions they inhabit or the national level. In contrast, male harvesters tend to 

join the chains when commercial product values increase, illustrated by the Irvingia, 

Gnetum and Acacia spp. chains. They pursue different strategies from women, with elite 

males blending customary and statutory rights to appropriate land and forest resources, 

and young males opportunistically ignoring customary and regulatory systems, to earn 

significantly higher than average incomes, as in the Gnetum chain. The highest profits, 

but also highest risks, are generally carried by traders, wholesalers and exporters. This 

numerically small group of actors, both male and female, play along with regulatory 

systems, and use parallel strategies of market-based, collective action, ethnic ties and 

corruption to limit the often high losses resulting when product sale are delayed by 

corruption, bureaucracy and poor infrastructure. Retailers generally earn higher incomes 

than harvesters, but not significantly higher than national averages. Collective action is 
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used to control prices, quantity and product quality. Whereas harvesters use products as 

one of many income sources, urban-based actors have fewer income-generating 

opportunities and seek to control mainly though collective and market-based systems.  

Most of the chains are segmented, with very few actors engaging or controlling the 

whole chain from access to resources to access to markets. Higher levels of multiple and 

competing rights were more common in the high economic value chains (Prunus 

africana, Gnetum, apiculture and Irvingia spp.). The extent to which this diminishes 

sustainable resource management depends strongly on the composition of bundles of 

rights. Whilst customary rights cover inheritance and ownership, management, use, 

exclusion, withdrawal and alienation, they have not addressed intellectual property or 

rights to organise.  

As Kooiman and Bavinck (2005) emphasise, it is the interactions between the 

system-to-be governed (the NTFP chains) and the governance arrangements, that affect 

the natural capital (the NTFP species and their environment). This interaction also 

determines the resource users’ sustainable livelihoods. The study shows that livelihood 

impacts for those in the value chains are as varied as the species and products. Chapter 4 

makes clear that the characteristics of the species – their lifecycle and form, seasonality 

and abundance – affect ease of harvest, tolerance and vulnerability to harvesting, 

product perishability, possibilities for use as (multiple) products – and ultimately value. 

Value in turn impacts livelihoods, determining economic, environmental and social 

outcomes. The most significant relationships are between species and product 

characteristics, and value (calculations detailed in Appendix 18). Higher levels of 

cultivation are linked to importance for subsistence use, whereas lower abundance, high 

seasonality and more difficult harvesting is associated with higher market value. This 

finding mirrors Agrawal and Chhatre (2006), who found that in ecologically and socio-

culturally variable contexts, the biophysical factors of resources strongly influence 

socio-cultural conditions and the impact of resource governance.  

Using Gereffi et al.’s (2005) governance type continuum (Chapter 2), power 

relations in the chains are shown for three chains studied in-depth in Figure 11.7. It is 

notable that all of the eight chains studied have market-based governance channels, with 

actors dealing with other at arms-length exchange transactions, many customers and 

suppliers, some repeat product transactions, limited information flows and no or little 

technical assistance. Some balanced networks are formed with harvesters and producers 

collaborating in the bamboo and cola chains, with often repeat transactions between 

producers and processers. In the international Prunus africana, gum arabic and honey 

channels, the export market is characterised by hierarchy, dominated by a major lead 

firm who drives the chain, reacts to quality specification from its international buyers, 

and provides some financial and technical assistance to producers, and has greater 

access to information on international prices, processing and demands. Few of the 

governance institutions affect wholesalers. Exporters in these chains benefit from 

greater power and have correspondingly higher profit margins. Powerful leaders can 

provide positive externalities to groups in the form of norms. However, greater power 

inequality tends to lead to higher levels unsustainable harvest, as larger firms and elites 

dominate a chain and dictate terms, prices and quantities, even when unsustainable, 

echoing Pérez-Cirera et al. (2006). Some of the channels in the apiculture and bamboo 

chains are also characterised by hierarchy, with vertically integrated enterprises. These 

more tightly governed chains can reduce production costs, increase quality and 

production and coordinate information. Because they are organised as cooperatives and 
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associations, the power inequalities and price margins along these chains are lower than 

assumed. Market-based, collective action has been shown in these cases as a mechanism 

by which direct actors seek to increase their power and control for various ends: to 

ensure product quality, reassure consumers, enable partnerships, access finance and 

technical support, and control trade – with the ultimate goal being to secure their 

livelihoods. Collective action is enabled and strengthened by shared geographic 

location, kinship and ethnic ties. 

Development-focussed debates about value chains have concentrated on the lack of 

equity between actors and issues of inclusion and exclusion of what are perceived the 

most vulnerable actors, such as rural harvesters (Meyer-Stamer et al. 2007; Laven 

2009). In contrast, this study, due to its focus on NTFP harvesters rather than farmers, 

(albeit that both are active in global chains) finds that exclusion is not an issue: the poor  

and forest-adjacent, marginal ethnic groups are not excluded at all and participate fully 

in these chains. Most of the projects intervening in the chains studied have however 

taken an exclusionary approach – a pro-poor emphasis on harvesters, excluding any 

examination of the level of poverty of other actors in the chain. Projects have used a 

simplistic analysis of market prices and the proportion of the end-price gained by 

harvesters to justify focusing on harvesters. The empirical evidence from this thesis 

indicates that where actors in Cameroon have little control (when they are engaging in 

high-value, export-orientated chains), there is a higher chance that they obtain a lower 

proportion of profits and run risks, and that there is a more likelihood that long-term 

product and chain sustainability are lower. This finding is in common with the 

observations of Berdegué et al. (2005) and Laven (2010) that risks arise with the 

inclusion of poor, rural actors in global chains. It is also clear that governance outcomes 

can be ‘bad’ and ‘good’ for certain groups in society, indicating that a differentiating 

outcomes for different actors is important. 

Photo 11.1 Harnessing apiculture marketing and product 

knowledge, Guiding Hope, Yaoundé, November 2008  
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Impact of governance arrangements on product and chain sustainability  

The fifth research question asks how governance arrangements impact product and 

chain sustainability. To answer this, the two aspects are separated and clarified.  

 

Figure 11.7  Actor power and control in NTFP value chains 

Note: Increasing arrow width denotes actor’s power and chain segment where power is exercised 
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Product sustainability 

As highlighted in Box 2.1, an NTFP is economically sustainable if the value increases 

or remains constant. It is ecologically sustainable when the species from which a 

product is derived can be extracted with no long-term deleterious effect on the 

reproduction and regeneration of harvested populations. Also if there is no discernible 

adverse effect on other species in the community or on ecosystem structure and 

function. These effects can be determined by comparing harvested to un-harvested 

systems (Hall et al. 1993). Product sustainability also implies no negative 

environmental, social and economic impact through a product’s lifecycle or value chain. 

The cases show that sustainability depends on:  

1. The abundance of the species from which a product originates – both in the wild and 

cultivated – the interplay of which has generally been overlooked;  

2. Threats and vulnerabilities to species populations, both anthropogenic (i.e. forest 

degradation and deforestation and climate change) and natural;  

3. Inherent species vulnerability which depends on the part(s) harvested; and  

4. A species’ low tolerance to harvesting and unsustainable harvesting techniques – 

illustrated by the natural Gnetum and Prunus africana populations – can lead to 

continuing species population decline, even though persistent demand keeps market 

value constant.  

 

In the absence of inventories for any of the products except pygeum, perception-based 

indicators highlight the negative effects of trade on the sustainability of natural capital. 

Across all chains, 97% of harvesters indicated longer forage distances in the last five 

years. Nearly a quarter indicated the NTFP was becoming scarcer and 23% reported 

increased forage time. Threats include increasing numbers of new harvesters and over 

half of the harvest techniques being unsustainable. Deforestation for farm clearance was 

a threat for Gnetum spp., Irvingia spp., Raphia spp. and Cola spp. Forest degradation 

due to multiple pressures (such as fuelwood harvesting and livestock grazing) prevented 

regeneration of pygeum and bamboo and is problematic for apiculture. Gnetum and 

Prunus africana were the most unsustainably harvested products, due both to the above 

factors and their inherent vulnerability due to the part harvested and, especially for 

Prunus africana, low tolerance to the harvest techniques commonly used. As NTFP 

species populations become depleted and products scarcer, economic returns can 

increase even when demand remains constant. Scarcity can however have an adverse 

impact, increasing extraction costs, driving prices upward and reducing demand. 

Ultimately, with complete resource depletion, there is no sustainability, only local 

extinctions of populations, and eventually extinction of the species. This has not 

occurred in the cases examined, but is known from historical examples of wild rubber 

and ivory in Central Africa. The evidence collected suggests that governance 

arrangements which do not balance economic and ecological interplays result in 

unsustainable products and chains. 

The cases show that where arrangements institutionalise harvest techniques for 

species vulnerable to harvesting, product sustainability is higher. Norms for tapping 

gum arabic and raffia palm sap have been built up over centuries and are embodied in 

customary arrangements, enabling production to be maximised whilst maintaining the 

viability of repeated harvests from the same population. Similarly, long practised 

beekeeping harvesting techniques have, ceteris paribus, resulted in little reported impact 

on bee populations. Although severe over-exploitation results in almost immediate 
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mortality, detection of the ecological effects of unsustainable extraction of natural 

populations can take years and species population declines decades, especially for long-

lived trees such as Prunus africana, Irvingia spp., Cola spp., Acacia spp. and bamboo. 

Product and, therefore chain sustainability, are thus strongly time-bound.  

Using the language of the Sustainable Livelihoods Approach, timescales to convert 

natural capital to financial capital are often much shorter than the time it takes to 

undermine the natural capital resource base. Detection depends on harvesters not only 

being aware of the impacts of harvesting, which the interviews confirm occurs, but also 

aware of population dynamics over a long term. However, generally harvesters have not 

been active in the chains long enough to be aware of long-term species dynamics, are 

active on a limited geographic scale and due to the fragmented and geographically 

dispersed nature of most chains, have few opportunities to exchange with other actors in 

the chain on the state and sustainability of the product. Alternative sources of 

knowledge about resource abundance, such as inventories and assessments, have not 

occurred, except in the Prunus africana chain, and then only recently and still with 

limited geographic scope. Thus knowledge about abundance, scarcity and vulnerability 

may only become visible and acknowledged by all actors along the chain when critical 

levels of wild populations are reached.  

A mitigating factor in product sustainability is the level of cultivation of a species. 

Cultivation makes products more sustainable by seeking to control production and 

regenerate the micro, farm level population harvested. This enables direct actors to craft 

more secure livelihood strategies as they can better predict and control quantities 

produced and ensure access, by moving from open access to common property and 

private property regimes. For harvesters, reasons to engage in cultivation have been a 

realisation of locally diminishing resources and an expectation that marginal costs of 

cultivation will be less than forage costs. This implies that not all costs are explicitly 

taken into account. Calculating the opportunity costs in economic terms is difficult, 

particularly when NTFPs are opportunistically harvested as part of diversified, 

individual livelihood strategies, when several NTFPs are harvested at the same time, or 

when conducted during farm and fallow cultivation.  

Reinforcing the relationships illustrated in Figure 11.1, a continuum of strategies 

ranging from wild sourcing to full cultivation is apparent in all ecoregions (see Table 

11.6). An estimated 95% of plant species are wild harvested in Cameroon (see Table 

4.10). For the chains studied, around 48% originate from some form of cultivated 

production system; varying from 5% to 95% in the eight chains (see Figure 11.8). 

Chains with higher levels of cultivation (apiculture, Prunus africana, Cola, Raphia and 

Acacia spp.) originating from montane forest ecoregion highlight how cultivation and 

management of wild products has enabled high demand to be met and deflect higher 

levels of pressure on wild resources, becoming the norm to obtain products. Table 11.6 

and Figure 11.8 also show that cultivation and domestication has occurred for species 

with longer histories of high social and cultural values, such as cola nuts, honey, raffia 

palms and to some extent, Prunus africana. For Gnetum spp., large-scale trade has only 

resulted in increasing scarcity being signalled in the two decades, during which 

cultivation has slowly commenced. Timescale is thus a critical element in realising 

unsustainability and reacting to it with cultivation. 
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Table 11.9 NTFP cultivation strategies 
Strategy NTFP species Features  Ownership regime 

Domestication Apis mellifera  High value hive and by 

products, low cost, 

domestication skills passed 

down through generations 

Individual harvester, unregulated or 

customary, private property on open 

access or CPR regimes 

Small-scale 

cultivation   

Gnetum  spp.  Cultivated since 1990s, small 

projects and research, initially 

difficult to cultivate. 

Household, trade regulated, private 

property   

Active 

planting 

Acacia spp. High economic value, 

plantations  

Community, government, trade 

regulated, customary rules, private 

property 

Cola spp. High economic and cultural 

value,  traditionally planted  

Household, customary regulation, 

private property 

Prunus 

africana 

High economic value, 

multiple uses, international 

and local trade 

Community, household private 

property, customary, national and 

international regulations,  

Active 

management   

O. abyssinica  Wild sources appropriated and 

managed 

Individual harvester, household and 

open access, customary regulation, 

common property 

Raphia spp.  

Cola spp. 

Wild sources ‘owned’ and 

managed, high cultural value  

Individual harvester, customary 

regulation, Common property 

Preserved  Irvingia spp. Left during field clearance and 

in fallows  

Household,  

customary regulation 

Cola spp. Left during field clearance, in 

fallows, cocoa & coffee farms 

Spontaneous   Irvingia spp. Grows along forest to village 

paths, left during field 

clearance and in fallows  

Open access 

Y. alpina Locally widespread on Mt Oku  Open access 

Wild 

harvest 

Acacia spp. High value export trade  

Open access, trade regulated, 

customary harvest rules 

 

 

Gnetum spp. 
Own use and cash crop, 

depending on ethic group 

Apis mellifera  
Limited  wild harvested in 

Adamaoua 
Source: Research results 

 

Governance arrangements which incorporate institutions supporting planting and 

domestication, such as Gnetum and Prunus africana, have had a positive impact on 

product sustainability and continued trade. These can take decades, shown by the 

apiculture chain, and centuries to perfect, implement and pay dividends, as illustrated by 

the Cola spp. and Raphia spp. chains. In ecoregions subject to high rates of 

deforestation and degradation, such as the Northwest highlands, the largely customary 

and market-based arrangements are critical in maintaining viable species populations. 

Statutory governance arrangements have not distinguished the resulting continuum of 

different sources, treating all forest products as wild harvested, despite tacit government 

acknowledgement that cultivation does occur, due to it having supported. In practice, it 

is almost impossible to distinguish the provenance of products, blurring the line 

between forestry and agricultural policy and regimes (Wiersum et al. 2013). However 

customary arrangements do distinguish, having more intricate land and species tenure 

and ownership rules. Involuntary arrangements have also struggled with how to deal 

with and acknowledge species cultivation and the absence of data indicating its scale, 

illustrated by the perpetuation of the Red listing and vulnerable status attributed to 

Prunus africana.  
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Figure 11.8 Average annual market value and cultivation levels in NTFP chains 

 

Chain sustainability 

A chain is sustainable not only when the product is sustainable, but when the 

governance arrangements acknowledge and deal with economic and social aspects and 

show an understanding of the links between species ecology, life form and harvesting. 

Customary and voluntary market-based arrangements enshrining such practices have 

created sustainable chains. When combined with strong commercial pressure, or market 

arrangements that are short-term, customary laws have proven incapable of 

counteracting unsustainable harvesting techniques and over-extraction, particularly by 

outsiders, but also by local communities. Most statutory regulations have not addressed 

the ecology-life form-harvesting relationship for species inherently vulnerable to 

harvesting. This absence has led to diminishing natural populations and a crash in trade 

when Prunus africana exports were prohibited – the ultimate sign of chain 

unsustainability. Corruption does not address chain sustainability at all. It aggravates the 

difficulties small-scale traders have in operating legally, promoting informality and 

illegality as the (slightly) easier business operating environment. Thus a persistent 

‘culture of disobedience’ (Roitman 2005) is created that undermines the rule of law and 

reinforces ‘dash’. Project-based and involuntary standards have sought largely to create 

sustainable products, rather than chains. Some projects have introduced harvesting 

guidelines, such as for honey and Prunus africana, their status and legitimacy making 

them enforceable, and sometimes monitoring their impact, these practices have not 

always persisted upon the closure of a project. Thus only some forms of governance 

arrangements, for specific products in specific contexts, promote both economic and 

environmental sustainability. Interactions occur between chains – such as those between 

the apiculture and Prunus africana chains, and apiculture, bamboo and raffia chains, 

where demand for one product affects demand and use of other species and products  – 

also demonstrates that cumulative impacts on the environment occur, which can be 

positive or negative. Such knock-on effects can occur within very different timeframes, 

making interactions difficult to disentangle. They are also affected by the ability of 

actors to bricolage solutions to changes in the availability of some resources, for 

example by finding alternatives (i.e. wooden eucalyptus hives to replace traditional 

grass hives). Environmental sustainability is however decisive in determining long-term 

economic sustainability. 
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Conceptual implications and contribution to knowledge 

Some of the implications of this research that advance concepts and add to existing 

knowledge have been stated in Part III. This section briefly revisits the conceptual 

framework to enhance understanding of NTFP governance, value chains and sustainable 

livelihoods and how win-wins can be created. Figure 11.9 illustrates how this thesis had 

contributed to and refined the conceptual scheme presented in Chapter 2.   

 

Empirical data on NTFP value chains: making the invisible visible  

This study aimed to present empirical data on NTFP value chains and their values from 

an economic, environmental and social perspective. The main contribution this study 

has made is by developing indicators of value to address these three perspectives 

(Appendix 17), using mixed methods (literature, stakeholder interviews, situational 

analysis, value chain analysis, trade data, resource assessments, PAR and local 

knowledge) to source and triangulate data. The result is a more extensive database than 

any previous studies of the NTFPs used and traded in Cameroon. By refining the 

definition of priority NTFPs (Box 3.1) and developing a scoring mechanism to 

summarise their values (Table 4.1), NTFPs were prioritised and their economic, social 

and environmental value made explicit, many for the first time. This thesis provides an 

alternative valuation methodology. Using this method revealed the extent of NTFP trade 

and indicated the much higher economic, social and environmental values of NTFPs in 

Cameroon than had previously been recognised. It provides a foundation for policy 

decisions about trade-offs that occur, and can be affected, by the sets of governance 

arrangements for each chain and the sector. This empirical data allowed the eight chains 

studied to be placed in context. The results bust some common (and partly already 

debunked) myths: that NTFPs are a panacea for poverty reduction; that harvesters have 

low incomes; that most harvesters are women; that NTFPs are only wild sourced; and 

that NTFP harvesting is environmentally benign and per se sustainable. 

 

Typologies of cultivation strategies and access to resources and markets  

Empirical evidence helped develop a new continuum of access to resources. This builds 

on work by Wiersum (1997), Ros-Tonen (2012), Ingram (2012) and Wiersum et al. 

(2013). The continuum refines the characteristics of access to NTFP markets, adding to 

Ruíz Pérez et al.’s (2000) work and elaborating NTFP cultivation and tenure strategies. 

The study also demonstrates that entitlements, rights and institutions governing access 

to resources and markets change with the type(s) of governance arrangements and their 

intensity; it also has showed how different actors combine and create different bundles 

of access rights and entitlements.  

 

Participatory action research 

PAR has been shown to be a valuable tool in understanding value chains and pro-poor, 

sustainable livelihoods, albeit one that is tricky and requires regular surveillance to 

counters its limitations of depended, partiality and bias. The experiences gained in this 

study indicate that a long-term commitment to both implementation and monitoring is 

essential to determine if impacts have their intended consequences. 
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Figure 11.9 Conceptual implications  
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A methodology for forest product value chain analysis incorporating sustainability 

This study aimed to provide a tested methodology for the holistic valuation of NTFP 

chains. It sought to incorporate livelihood outcomes and sustainability outcomes further 

into the value chain concept. It showed the strong, time bound, interdependent links 

between these outcomes depending on the chain activities, governance arrangements 

and livelihood strategies chosen by different actors at different stages of the chains. The 

main innovation introduced is that the methodology used for forest product value chain 

analysis (VCA) has included an assessment of both NTFP and chain sustainability. 

Definitive VCA guidelines and conceptual frameworks to date have not addressed 

sustainability (Porter 1985; Kaplinsky and Morris 2000), with only a handful of 

publications considering the sustainability or environmental aspects of natural or wild-

based product chains (Bolwig et al. 2008, Seuring and Miller 2008). Nang’ole et al.’s 

(2011) review of guidelines and manuals for value chain analysis for agricultural and 

forest products confirms this, with just a handful addressing sustainability (Lecup 2006; 

Bolwig et al. 2008; Will 2008). The need is great, because as Wiersum et al. (2013) 

point out, being based on natural, often wild resources, product sustainability is key to 

chain sustainability and to sustainable livelihoods. This thesis has shown how chain 

sustainability depends to a large part upon how sustainable the product is, which in turn 

depends on factors such as (1) the abundance of the species from which a product 

originates, (2) threats and vulnerabilities to species populations, both anthropogenic 

(such as forest degradation and deforestation) and natural (such as climate change), (3) 

inherent species vulnerability which depends on the part(s) harvested, and (4) a species’ 

tolerance to harvesting. The second aspect is that the methodology has shown that how 

chains are governed. The arrangements regulating access to species and the forest in 

which they originate, and access to markets, are also key to determining their 

sustainability. In contrast to harvest for subsistence use, there are generally negative 

associations between commercialisation and species sustainability and conservation 

unless institutions effectively avoid, control and, if necessary, mitigate unsustainable 

exploitation. These two aspects of sustainability and governance of forest product 

chains have not been explicitly addressed together in literature to date. A third aspect is 

that the methodology links commercialisation and poverty, due to the high levels of 

spatial coincidence between Cameroon’s forests and both the rural and urban poor 

depending on forest products for their livelihoods and the estimated millions worldwide 

benefitting from these products.  

 

Governance intensity 

This work builds on concepts of (regulatory and legal) pluralism and multilevel 

governance, providing empirical evidence of six types of governance arrangements and 

hybrids thereof. It shows that governance arrangements are not all present all of the time 

and in equal measure and that are dynamic, affecting chain activities, values and 

consequently livelihood strategies and actions and livelihood and sustainability 

outcomes. The method to measure of the intensity of governance arrangements 

introduced in this thesis is novel. There are no existing measures of the strength or 

intensity of different governance arrangements and the scoring mechanism allows 

configurations of (plural) governance arrangements to be made explicit. The closest 

equivalent is the World Bank’s annual Doing Business report, which uses indicators of 

the strength of regulatory environment and their influence on the ease of doing business 

in national economies. Building on work on institutions and their design, originally, the 
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scoring system was designed to define the existence of governance arrangements, as it 

was clear from the outset of the research that at least customary and formal 

arrangements shaped the chains. The results of this study indicate however that the 

picture is more complex, with more systems shaping chain activities, actors, introducing 

and influencing institutions, and shaping values and norms. Why is this measure 

significant? Because it illustrates the nature of competing claims over access to NTFP 

resources and access to markets and provides a qualitative and quantitative way of 

measuring these. This is important, because, as Ribot et al. (2006: 1878) state, multiple, 

competing and conflicting claims over forests resources eviscerate the ability of any 

authority to protect them. This raises the questing on of which and whose claims 

constitute rights and their legitimacy, and if there are institutions (such as the state, or 

alternative alliances or partnerships (Ros-Tonen et al. 2007), which mediate to resolve 

competing claims. The method needs to be tested further in practice. It could be further 

improved by getting actors to rate intensity directly, rather than implicitly drawing on 

interviews and explicitly from expert consultation. The language and terms used need to 

be accessible to local actors – rather than the academic and development parlance used 

here. 

Recommendations for policy and practice for forest governance and 

sustainable livelihoods based on NTFPs 

Reiterating Elinor Ostrom’s often repeated tenet
1
, this research shows that there are no 

silver bullets: no one institutional design or governance arrangement that leads to wins-

wins. This finding indicates a need to be pragmatic about the role of forest products in 

poverty alleviation, their contribution to biological diversity, and to ecosystem services, 

as key aspects in reconciling global environmental values with local livelihood needs 

(Ros-Tonen et al. 2005c). But, as Dietz (2011) states, there is a silver lining. Revisions 

to the Cameroonian regulatory framework so far have been insufficient to produce win-

wins, but the current (2013) revisions to which this study contributed offer hope that 

formal regulations can take account of other arrangements and produce a more 

complementary mix reflecting the reality of trade from the forest to urban areas 

nationally, regionally in Central Africa and globally. Drawn from this study are some – 

perhaps ambitious – recommendations for policy and regulatory changes
2
:  

 

1. Local-level (land) administration and registration in rural and urban areas, where 

customary boundaries are known, and customary and statutory alternative dispute 

resolution processes can be used to secure tenure and promote NTFP cultivation.  

2. Regulatory systems should be coherent with national goals, and legal rules adapted 

to meet constitutional (and international) conventions, norms and standards relating 

to gender equality, administrative justice, access and benefit sharing regarding local 

knowledge of uses and processing, and the protection of private and communal 

property rights. 

                                                 
1
 Opening speech IASC Conference 2011 and key note speech World Forestry Conference 2010. 

2
 See FAO (2008, 2009, 2010) and Laird et al. (2010) for more details. This research also fed into 

recommendations made to MINFOF as part of the GIZ Support Programme to the Forest Environment 

Sector Programme re the revision of the 1994 Law and recommendations for implementing texts in 2013. 
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3. Linking top-down planning to participatory customary, community-based and 

informal and formal market institutions, with officials playing a more advisory role, 

taking into account citizen wishes. This reflects Bavinck et al.’s (2005) contention 

about interactive governance, that challenges can be addressed only if actors work 

and learn together. The powers and duties of public officials should be delineated, 

regulated and exercised transparently and accountably with clear rules for actions 

and transactions, and mechanisms for enforcement. 

4. The range of values NTFPs hold for communities and chain actors – economic, 

environmental, cultural and social – which this thesis makes visible should be 

acknowledged in laws and policy on forests, agriculture and business. The 

subsistence use of NTFPs should be recognised as central to rural and urban 

livelihoods and cultures, and exempted from taxation and direct government 

oversight and intervention, as is small-scale local NTFP trade. Trade in priority 

NTFPs (see Chapter 4): those traded in national markets, high volumes and 

exported and species that are vulnerable to harvest or that originate from vulnerable 

ecosystems, should be regulated, aligning with existing parallel governance 

arrangements. These designated priority NTFPs (replacing the 2006 special forestry 

products) should be selected on the basis of economic, social and environmental 

criteria. However it is important to acknowledge the risks of increased visibility and 

formalisation, if the political and business environmental does not change. It can be 

counterproductive, it inducing unwanted corruption, bureaucracy and a dis-enabling 

environment. 

5. Management and governance of priority NTFP species is impossible without 

knowledge of resource availability and the sustainable post-harvest regeneration 

period. This implies that resource assessment and harvesting guidelines are 

developed with harvesters using local and scientific knowledge. Participatorily 

developed management plans involving all actors in the chain can respond to 

pressures to create sustainable NTFP-based commerce and reconcile conflicting 

pressures. 

6. Actors and issues in chains are generally unknown to each other. Stimulation of 

platforms (such as chain platforms and interprofessions) to share information, 

develop market arrangements and resolve conflicting interests could contribute to 

increase contacts among actors and the sustainability of chains in the interest of all. 

7. Land tenure and resource rights for local communities should be rationalised. All 

trees growing on lands used and managed by individuals and communities should 

be their property. 

8. A move should be made towards a regulatory system that fuses two coequal sets of 

legal rules – statutory law and customary law. This would allow communal and 

collective rights over land and resources to be recognised and protected. Customary 

law regulating NTFPs currently should be critically analysed, including by chain 

actors, to see where it can be an important complement to statutory law. 

9. The regulatory framework for NTFPs should be streamlined and clarified with 

implementing texts elaborated, to improve its effectiveness, minimise opportunities 

for corruption, reduce bureaucracy and costs associated with operating legally, and 

encourage actors to participate in a legitimate and helpful legal framework. 

10. The results of the revision of the 1994 Forestry Law needs to be relayed back to all 

affected stakeholders in an accessible form. 
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11. Forestry and environment laws should strengthen the clarity and consistency of 

their NTFP elements. The nature and scope of the products regulated need better 

elaboration and definition, particularly the implementing texts. The objectives of 

regulating NTFPs (to promote sustainability, improve local livelihoods, strengthen 

the sector and raise state revenues) should be explicit, and trade-offs between 

objectives made clear. NTFPs should be integrated into management plans for 

timber and other land uses, where these uses and management objectives conflict 

(Ndam et al. 2004; Ingram et al. 2009). 

12. Taxation and trade levies should be rational, legitimate and just, and the law 

communicated to the many levels and agencies of government involved in these 

activities, and to potentially taxpaying traders and their associations. 

13. Government institutional capacity to regulate these products should be improved. 

Staff should be trained and their capacity built, and resources provided to relevant 

institutions. The government’s understanding of the vast range of NTFP uses, 

values and roles in local livelihoods, and their relationships with each other, should 

be strengthened. A sustainable livelihood and chain-based approach needs to be 

more seriously considered in external projects, state-project partnerships, where 

authority is devolved, and when new governance arrangements are imposed. The 

collection of data on NTFP trade should be expanded and systematic, and resources 

allocated for this purpose. Cooperation and coordination within and among 

ministries concerning wild and cultivated NTFPs should be improved. 

14. Government and other groups should undertake outreach with traders, harvesters 

and other chain actors, informing them about the laws and policies regulating 

NTFPs, and learning from their experiences.  

15. Support could focus on the most vulnerable and key chain actors and activities: 

supporting women’s role in domesticating and cultivating priority NTFPs under 

pressure from over-harvesting; addressing unfavourable customary norms 

restricting the possession of valuable species by women; improving value adding 

opportunities and supporting collective action to access credit and increase 

bargaining power. 

16. Corruption adds costs and uncertainty for many actors in NTFP chains. Although it 

provides income to state officials, dash is counterproductive to developing or 

maintaining economically and environmentally sustainable NTFP chains and 

incompatible with the stated aims of public policies. As an insidious problem in 

Cameroon and not limited to the forest sector, multiple ‘sticks and carrots’ 

combined with political willingness are required to overcome its negative impacts. 

 

Some of the emerging, bricolaged governance systems based on institutions that 

integrate livelihoods and species and product sustainability, provide glimmers of hope 

and opportunity that may reconcile both poverty alleviation/development and 

conservation agendas. Governance arrangements which combine control of access to 

resources and to markets appear better at creating sustainable chains and livelihoods, for 

example the organic certified honey and geographic indication systems. However, as 

these are still young and embrace a small number of people, their efficacy remains to be 

tested. Combinations of project-based, statutory and market-led arrangements that 

promote, support and encourage cultivation, and build on customary knowledge and 

rules, have also been effective in creating ‘win-wins’. However, these tend to be 

exclusive – such as the cola, raffia and gum arabic chains – often restricting access for 
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example, to certain ethnic groups or sexes. Information sharing, role models, capacity 

building and training have helped overcome this on some chains, bringing and resulting 

from social-cultural changes, the long-term implications of which also remain to be 

seen. Recent experiments in developing new statutory systems, such as for pygeum, 

drawing on the successful project-based institutions, building on new hybrid forms of 

collective action and customary rules, taking a pragmatic approach to using statutory 

instruments and borrowing from agricultural and forestry models of governance, also 

show promise. What is clear in this ‘mess’ is that the outcomes and impacts of 

institutional design are extremely difficult to predict in the short term, an understanding 

of the natural cycles of the species upon which products are based is critical if the 

livelihoods based upon these are to be sustained. Also, ‘getting into the mess’ is 

essential to understanding.  

Recommendations for further research 

Subjects identified for further research to benefit policymakers, chain actors and support 

organisation’s understanding of NTFPs, their chains and impact of governance 

arrangements include: 

1. Analysis of the full value chain from other regions for the NTFPs studied and for 

other priority NTFPs. This allows a ‘difference in difference’ approach to test the 

findings of this study and improve chain governance to ascertain changes and the full 

value of these chains nationally, allowing the representativeness of the selected 

NTFP chains for NTFPs across Cameroon to be determined. This is critical for 

further developing and implementing policy and regulation;  

2. The ecology and impact of harvesting for priority NTFPs. Research on sustainable 

harvesting techniques and cultivation methods is needed to increase chain 

sustainability;   

3. Sustainable harvesting techniques and cultivation methods, to increase chain 

sustainability;  

4. Measuring governance intensity using direct methods of questioning measure, to 

confirm its utility;  

5. Longitudinal PAR to further the impact of changing governance arrangements, and 

particularly of cultivation, voluntary and market-based arrangements and 

development interventions – to allow policy and practices to be more effectively 

designed and implemented; 

6. The impact of land tenure reforms and the revision of the forestry law to monitor the 

impact of statutory changes.  

Conclusions 

A pidgin phrase from the Northwest ‘Chop, no broke pot’ (eat, but don’t overdo it) 

advocates sustainable consumption. It has been used to refer to unsustainable Prunus 

africana harvesting (Ndam et al. 2004) and the politics promoted (but not practised) by 

president Paul Biya, ridiculing both for their short-sighted, arrogant pillaging of 

resources (Doh 2008; Kah 2010). The expression is highly symbolic of how 

sustainability and governance are entwined. Using this analogy, conclusions can be 

drawn from the chains studied: broken pots illustrating a sad tragedy of the commons; 

dramas of fine messes; silent comedies of errors with half empty or half full pots 
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depending on the reader’s optimism; brimming pots and full bellies; and glimmers of 

hope with bricolaged and emerging, more sustainable governance arrangements.  

Commodification has enhanced livelihoods by translating natural capital into a 

financial, monetary value. It also makes available the social values of forest products to 

meet comfort, cultural and symbolic needs and basic requirements for health care, food 

and energy. Governance arrangements in NTFP chains originating in Cameroon have a 

significant influence, both positive and negative, on sustainable livelihoods. How the 

chains are governed affects how products are perceived and value is created along a 

chain. When arrangements effectively restrict access to NTFP production areas, species 

and markets, greater value can be accrued over longer periods of time as production 

systems are maintained. Less intense arrangements paradoxically permit more people to 

benefit, and generally have lower costs to implement, ensure compliance and enforce 

arrangements. Trade-offs between livelihoods and sustainability are most acute when 

there are no governance arrangements; when arrangements do not take account of the 

species susceptibility to harvesting; when they do not control the whole chain or do not 

ensure resources are managed such that supply matches demand. All hinge on the 

difference between immediate and short-term livelihood benefits from a chain and 

longer-term sustainability of the product – indicating that a time-bound sustainability 

trade-offs need to be recognised. Where people live in poverty – as most chain actors 

were found to – households generally have a limited number of options to create capital 

and accumulate wealth. In urban areas actors tend to have higher dependence on NTFP 

trade, with fewer income or subsistence sources, compared to those in forest-adjacent, 

rural areas. Timescales of sustainability are highly dependent upon the species, the 

part(s) harvested and technique used. This makes generalising the impact of governance 

arrangements difficult. The tragedy of scarcity is that it enhances values, such as in the 

Gnetum and Prunus chains, exacerbating unsustainability and further shortening the 

time period in which trade-offs occur. Governance arrangements adapted to the species, 

product(s), context and chain, that linking supply and demand, access to resources and 

to markets are more likely to create enduringly sustainable livelihoods. Another time 

bound trade-off occurs when arrangements promoting cultivation lessen pressure on 

wild resources, but usually restrict access, as resources become private property, 

formally or customarily recognised. Further trade-offs occur as a result of power 

differences, allowing individuals or groups to benefit at the expense of others rather 

than through value addition, and strikingly exacerbates unsustainable practices by 

increasing costs and uncertainty.   

Multiple governance arrangements are a reality. A mono system is neither realistic or 

desirable, given the current socio-political economic context. Complementary, plural 

arrangements can be effective in creating sustainable livelihoods when they jointly 

provide bundles of rights and responsibilities governing a species, its ecological niche, 

the activities and processes in a chain. The ability to craft sustainable livelihoods, fill 

gaps or replace ineffective institutions with more effective and sustainable ones, 

depends on the current patchwork of contexts in which a product in a specific location is 

embedded, as well as the ability, resourcefulness and power of actors in chains to 

harness capitals to construct or ‘bricole’ new governance arrangements.   


